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On Oct. 14, Pope John Paul II criticized the Brazilian government's failure to implement agrarian
reform, described as the cause of ongoing violence in the countryside. He urged President Fernando
Collor de Mello to take immediate action on resolving the nation's social problems. According to
John Paul, "The high concentration of land ownership in Brazil...demands a just agrarian reform.
This type of ownership has no justification whatsoever, and constitutes an abuse before God
and men." However, in a warning to clergypersons who support land occupations by destitute
agricultural workers, John Paul said the invasion of private property was not justified "under
any pretext." Half of all cultivable land in Brazil is controlled by 2% of agricultural landowners.
Between 1970 and 1990, impoverishment and violence forced about 13 million farm workers off
the land and into city slums. In the Amazon basin west of Sao Luis, violence involving landless
workers and big estate owners is common. Americas Watch estimates that 1,565 rural activists were
killed in Brazil between 1964 and 1989. President Collor has promised to give land titles to 500,000
agricultural worker households during his five-year term. On Oct. 16 in the western city of Cuiaba,
organizations representing 250,000 indigenous persons from 230 villages presented the Pope with
a list of grievances. The list included a demand for prosecution of individuals responsible for the
murder of 141 indigenous persons since the Pope's last visit to Brazil in 1980. (Sources: Spanish news
service EFE, Notimex, 10/14/91; Agence France-Presse, 10/15/91)
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